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INTRODUCTION: This document provides information on xylazine, a non-opioid veterinary tranquilizer

used as an additive in illicit drug supplies, notably in combination with heroin and fentanyl. It discusses

the effects of xylazine use, including sedation and potential risks such as hypotension and bradycardia.

The document also emphasizes harm reduction interventions for individuals who may encounter

xylazine in the drug supply, including the use of naloxone for responding to overdoses and the

importance of wound identification and treatment.

What Is Xylazine?

e Xylazine, also known as tranq or trang-dope,
is a non-opioid, unscheduled veterinary
tranquilizer that is used as an additive in the
illicit drug supply.*?

e Xylazine is a clonidine analog, meaning it has
similar properties to the prescription-only
medication clonidine, which lowers blood

pressure and heart rate and can decrease anxiety.

e Xylazine was found to be unsafe in brief human
clinical trials and is therefore not approved for
use in humans.?

* In veterinary medicine, xylazine is used as a
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sedative, analgesic (pain reliever), and muscle
relaxant for animals.

Xylazine can be ingested orally, inhaled or
sniffed, smoked, or injected.

Xylazine is added to the drug supply because
it is cheap and easy to obtain and because

it enhances the sedative effect of other
substances. Xylazine is most notably added
to heroin and fentanyl-containing products,
though it has also been reported in other
drugs, including cocaine.

Many people use xylazine inadvertently or
unknowingly because it is added to other drugs.
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Where Has Xylazine Been
Found in the Drug Supply?

e |tis believed that xylazine first emerged as
an adulterant in Puerto Rico in the early
2000s and then moved to Philadelphia, PA,
starting around 2016. In 2021, over 90 percent
of fentanyl samples tested in Philadelphia
contained xylazine.*

* The use of xylazine as an additive in the drug
supply is now widespread along the Northeast
and Mid-Atlantic corridor and is spreading
across the United States. The largest increase
between 2020 and 2021 in Drug Enforcement
Administration drug seizures containing xylazine
and in xylazine-positive overdose deaths
occurred in the US South.

e |n 2021, xylazine was found in tested drug
samples in all four U.S. Census regions.®

What Are the Major Effects
of Xylazine Use?

e Xylazine has a sedating effect. Sedation can be
profound and last for several hours. Sedation
from xylazine often outlasts the effects of the
substances it is mixed with.

e Although sedation is the most commonly
observed effect, xylazine may also cause
hypotension (low blood pressure) and
bradycardia (slowed heart rate).®

* |In combination with other central nervous system
depressants (most notably fentanyl, but also
benzodiazepines and alcohol), xylazine use can
potentiate, or increase, sedation and respiratory
depression, increasing the risk for overdose.’

e Because of prolonged, significant sedation,
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xylazine can cause nerve and muscle injuries
as a result of people remaining in the same
position over several hours.

The use of xylazine has been associated with
significant skin and soft tissue infections that
are characterized by substantial tissue death
(necrosis). The wounds are not necessarily
associated with injection sites® and may affect
people who smoke or snort xylazine-containing
drugs.’ The wounds most commonly occur on
the extremities, particularly on the forearms
and lower legs.

Responding to Overdose
in Communities Where
Xylazine Is Present

e As xylazine is often mixed with opioid drugs

like heroin and fentanyl, people using those
substances have the potential to experience
both opioid overdose and prolonged and/or
severe sedation due to the presence of xylazine.

It is important to note that any
person who is suspected to be
experiencing an overdose should have
their respiratory and cardiac status
assessed and should be administered
naloxone and/or rescue breaths and
chest compressions as appropriate
and based on responder training.

Call 911 and administer naloxone if a
person is not breathing.

Xylazine does not respond to naloxone, so a
person who used an opioid and xylazine may
remain sedated even after administration of
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naloxone. It is important to assess respiratory
status and look for the return of breathing after
naloxone administration; a person who used both
an opioid and xylazine may start breathing again
but not fully regain consciousness. If a person is
breathing again but remains sedated, place the
person in a recovery position and await further
help (paramedics). Do not administer more doses
of naloxone once breathing has returned.

e For someone who is breathing but heavily
sedated and has not responded to verbal cues,
service providers in Philadelphia have developed
a technique of splashing a small amount of cold
or cool water on the person to wake them up. It
is important to avoid getting any water near the
nose or mouth of a person who is sedated.*°

Xylazine Withdrawal

e Repeated and consistent xylazine use can
lead to dependence, such that many people
who begin to use xylazine inadvertently may
end up seeking it out to prevent withdrawal.
Withdrawal symptoms include anxiety, panic,
and dysphoria (unease) and may include
increased heart rate or blood pressure.

e People who are starting treatment for opioid
use with medications such as buprenorphine
or methadone may need additional support for
xylazine withdrawal symptoms. This is also true
for people who are receiving opioid withdrawal
support or treatment in a hospital setting.

* |n outpatient settings, people experiencing
xylazine withdrawal will need support with
managing anxiety. In inpatient settings, people
may also receive cardiac monitoring for
fluctuations in blood pressure or heart rate or
to evaluate the impact of medications given to
decrease withdrawal symptoms.*
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e |f participants are aware of or believe that they
have been using xylazine and need support
during withdrawal, they should be encouraged to
share that information with healthcare teams.

Xylazine-Related Wounds

e Wound identification and management are
vital components of support for people who
use xylazine.

e Participants who may encounter xylazine in the
drug supply need education on the possibility
of wound development, regardless of how they
use it (smoking, snorting, or injecting) or where
they inject it.

¢ Wounds most often appear on the forearms
or lower legs and often begin as small, full-
thickness (meaning they go through all the skin
layers and into the fat and muscle layers below)
circular lesions or, sometimes, as blisters on the
skin. These lesions can quickly merge to form
large, full-thickness wounds. These wounds
tend to have a lot of necrotic (dead) tissue and
drainage; they can appear with a dried black
crust (eschar) and have an odor.

e Early and consistent wound care is important
for managing xylazine-related wounds, which can
be managed and healed in outpatient settings.

e Some people may benefit from surgical
debridement (surgical removal of dead tissue)
in an inpatient setting prior to outpatient
management; this can be determined by a
medical provider.

e Refer participants with wounds to primary
care or medical outreach teams and
encourage consistent engagement. People
may need support with attending wound-care
appointments or specialty visits.
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e Participants should avoid injecting into the
wounds (if possible), keep the wounds covered,
and avoid picking and using harsh cleansers
like peroxide, bleach, or alcohol. Following
principles of infection control and basic wound
care, such as washing hands and using gloves,
using gentle cleansers like saline or water, and
keeping wounds covered with a clean dressing
makes a big difference.

e If you are uncertain about a wound, cleanse the
wound with normal saline or clean water; cover it
with a non-adhesive or other clean, dry dressing;
and refer the person to medical care. Do not use
specialty dressings if you are unfamiliar with their
intended use, because this can worsen wounds or
cause damage to healthy tissue.

e |tisimportant to use a nonjudgmental
approach and earn and foster trust, because
a person may not disclose a wound due to
embarrassment, concern for amputation, or
fear of having to go into a hospital. Wounds
can be healed regardless of a person’s desire or
ability to modify their substance use.

Harm-Reduction
Interventions for Xylazine

e Harm-reduction approaches are essential for
supporting people who are using xylazine. Harm
reduction is an approach to care that meets
people where they are, uses patient-centered
goals as a starting place for collaborative action,
and works to reduce harms related to substance
use and other health behaviors.

* Naloxone remains an essential tool for
responding to suspected overdoses, regardless
of whether the person has also used xylazine.
Assess for responsiveness and signs of
respiratory distress—gurgling or gasping,
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blue or gray tinged lips or skin, or absence of
breathing—and respond accordingly.*

As with other substances, people taking
drugs containing xylazine should use with a
companion. This helps prevent overdose but
also theft and assault that can occur while a
person is sedated.

Advise people to use in a comfortable position
that will not cause injury if they are sedated
for a prolonged period. Additionally, people
should not use in a place where they could fall
if sedated (e.g., a chair with no arms or the top
step of a stoop).

The use of safe supplies like clean syringes and
other equipment, as well as a good injection
technique, is vital for preventing infectious
disease transmission and other infections or
abscesses.®?

Monitor skin for signs of wounds or breakdown
and seek help immediately if wounds start to
develop. It is much easier to treat wounds when
treatment starts early. Keep wounds covered
with a clean dressing; do not leave the wound
open to air or rely on a shirt sleeve for coverage.

Xylazine-related wounds can be healed. Prepare
people for the catastrophizing that they might
encounter in medical settings where healthcare
providers are less familiar with xylazine wounds
or harm reduction principles. Support regular
medical care and decision-making around
recommended interventions.

Use fentanyl and xylazine test strips where
available.*
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Learn More about the Homeless and
Housing Resource Center

Providing high-quality, no-cost training for health and housing professionals in
evidence-based practices that contributes to housing stability, recovery, and an
end to homelessness.

Contact Us:

e hhrctraining.org

e info@hhrctraining.org
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